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SETTLEP1ENT PATTERN OF SOHE TRIBAL GROUPS OF THE 
NORTH-EAST - THE KHASIS AND GAR05 OF T1EGHALAYA 


— Nalini Natarajan 

PART I; INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations Conference on Human Settlements 
(Vancouver 1976) stressed the need for a careful study of both 
tiny and big human settlements, based on the realisation that 
cultural, economic demographic, ecological, political and social 
factors uere to be uieued as a totality. 

In this paper, I have studied tuo rural shelter and 
settlement patterns (SSPs) of the matrilineal Khasis and Garos 
of Meghalaya, These form interesting universes for study ouing 
to exposure to influences of neu religions, secularisation, 
migration, recent urbanisation, technology and man-nature 
relationships. The village system forms the basis of the 
relatively isolated tribal regions of India, as of other regions. 
The above tuo universes suggest conformity to tuo concepts - 
kinship and territory. The second, in addition, conforms to the 
concept of property, While conforming to a broad regional 
pattern, they also display some variety that can be linked to 
their ethos and social organisation. 

This regional account of tuo SSPs studies the Khasi and 
Garo environment, shelter, sett! e.ment and culture as correlates - 
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relating their SSPs to a historical dimension. The focus is 
three- fol d*^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

(a) Functional-technical 

(b) Symbolic 

(c) Acculturatiue 

The study also attempts to trace the root cause of rural 
and urban crisis in these areas to a moral crisis, 

HYPOTHESIS; 

The propositions that form the basis of this monograph 
are as folio usJ- 

Man's shelter and settlement are not only conditioned by 
the imperatives of his natural environment but also express his 
symbolic system or his culture. Uhen change occurs at these tuo 
levels, the shelter and settlement uill also reflect this fact, 

P’lET HO OOLOGY ; 

Combination methodology uas used, and it included the 
follouingJ 

1. Field-data. 

2. Documentary sources, 

3. Questionnaires and schedules, 

4. Indepth interviews. 

5. Participant observation. 
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EXISTING LITERATURE ; 

Six ciecades of tiiinking on : human set tlsrnonts havo 
engendered studies and uieus of at least fiftoen prominent 
intellectuals and leaders, ■ 

: Gurdon, l'■'lakanG, Natar.ajan, Playfair, Burling and f'Tajumdar , 

hauG made references to the ho.uses and \yillag.os of Khasis and 
Goros in their books, Houcuerj this, is the first specific study 
of their shelter and settl^ement types from a thr.ee-fold pers— 
p octi'v/ e. ' 

PART IIS KHA3I HILLS AMD THE KHASIS ■ 

The Khasi Hills lie in a seismic region and the approxi- 
mate area is 5,904 square kilometers. The number of inhabited 
Khasi v/illages uas 1839, Ten per cent of the Khasis live in 
five irLan centers in the K'nasi Hills, The Census of 1971 gives 
the follouing population figures: 

Persons rial es ’ Females 

1971 3,52,000 '1,7’5,000 1,77,000 

The density per s quare kilometer in 1971 for the United 
Khasi Hills and Oaintia District uas 42 persons and the income 
per capita uas Rs. 373 in 1900, The per capita income in 
Meghalaya at Rs. 327.00 is one of the lowest, far belou Rs, 480” 
to ensure a reasonable standard above the poverty line, Estimatio 
of price levels in Meghalaya, is Rs, 509, * - 
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a skotch of the village is enclosed^Amexure-l) , 


** %llicmgnap, riylliem, Pdah, Uarbah, Pongrup, Khyriem f'lujat and 
Lyngdoh Nongkrem. ^ 


NONGKREf! lilLLrtGEi UNiyERSd 1 

Nongkrem village (literally 'the village of caves’) at 
an altitude of SjTdO feet has an approximate area of 7 square 

kilometers. It is a stable settlement (referred to by older 

villagers as at least 3 generations old) with about 5D0 houses.* 
It,;,is at a distance of 15 kilomoters from Shillongj the State 
Capital and 4 kilometers from Smit, the norveconter; Of Khasi 
culture where. the chief resided since 1853, As an upland Khasi 
plateau villages -its culture forms a useful model f or the inter- 
■pretations of variations found slseuhere,^ It is named after 
'Ka Pa.h ayntieu'^a fairyj uhorn the Khasi legend describes as the 
niece of the God Shillong seen by the village cowherds. A man 
of the Plylli emgnap clan enticed her and tended her till her 
marriage. He belonged to one of the _six original clans** who 
stabilised a village after becoming victors of the Daintias, 

The sits was chosen primarily for, purposes of defence. I uas 
told that the six kyntoitSj early .administrative units of tile 
village are named after these clans as whom land was .'bestoued 
in recognition of their .services. This might explain individual 
pattern of land ownership, in .Nongkrem, The annual harvest dance 
festival, named after the village and goat sacrifice usre held 
here. With shifting of the state headquarters to Smit in 1853, 
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Nongkrem functioned as a lyngodship, a small er unit' and became 
headnuarters of the hlqh priest. The present old lyngdoh has 
abdicated in favour of his popular young nopheu who is dynamic, 
held in high asteem, and can speak english. An adviser on the 
syiem’s council, he is ex-cfficio secretary of the communal 
durbar. 

The lyngdoh's traditional house is a smaller replica of 
the original house of the chief which earlier stood at tha same 
site*. -- Perhaps, only this house functioned as a homestead,* Tliis 
house, representing Khasi culture is a symbol of prestige to the 
Khasis and is maintained since 1897, Certain prescribed taboos 
have been observed in its construction. For instance iron has 
not been usecTand entrance to the 'Jest has boon avoi'^^;d. But, 
the house faces the north-east, overlooking the Khasi preference^-, 
for the north-east, . 

unuxCE OF uimI VERSE ? ' • 

-Nongkrem was chosen for study as it is a stable settlement 
with a Khasi population, is a stronghold of Khasi culture inspitc 
of exposure to Christian influences and is near the urban centre 
and state capital, Shillong.- > 

Some relevant chronoloQical dates: 

1, Formation of the Khyrim Hima (State) 1853 

2. Creation of the new province of Assam with 

Shillong as Capital 1874 

* a unit where food was cocked in one kitchen for various 
families residing on the site and shared by them. 
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3» Building of the ing-lyngdch (lyngdon’s) 1897 

housa in Mongkrem. 

4, Shillong bQcamo the summer headquarters, 1904 

5, -Propagation of literacy and medicine through 1905 

Iri ; ,:.christia '0 voluntary ' work ers. , 

6, ■ - SuciessiUG. deuastating: fires destroying 1930 

thatched houses. 

7, Purchase of trucks 1952-1,954 

8, Setting up of the Sixth schedule of the 1953 

./.l, constitution of India, 

9, ; Use of public transpprt and ouaership by 1955 

local people of private vehicles, 

10, Opening of centers like Red Cross, the 1958-1959 

Cultural Club, 

11, Building of the main village road by the 1961 

Development Block and water supply starting of 

the Development Block, 

12, Opening of the tuo parts of the 9th kyntoit 1962 

occupied by tho army after the Chinese aggres-?, 

si on. 

13, Building of the road by the P.U. D, and the , 1964 

building of bridges, 

14, Electrification and opening- of the ^^lOth - •••1965 - 


.. kyntoit, , , . , 

15. Building of tho new Presbyterian Church after 1966 
dismantling the first building and improvement 

of water supply schomo, 

16. Formation of sub^statc of Meghalaya, ‘ 1970 April 

17. Formation of Meghalaya as a full-fledged 1972 

state. Oanuary 


18 


Building of the road by the 3.F.D.A 


1976 
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PW SICAL FEaTURES O F THE K HAS! ' VILL AG E; . . ” ■ 

' -Noriglcrem, a riveri'tae village with caues, has a jungle of 
bamDoo ana timber and little open space where paddy is groun. 
Springs and small rivulets intesect it. A group of erect and 
flat memorial, stones, considered sacred are a prominent feature 
of its landscape. A decade ago, when' the road uas extended, a 
group of these stones to the left necessitated a turning in the 
alignment of this extension to the right, . The appro ximate. 
division of the 7 square kilometers is as follousS- 


'flesidential area 

fl 

2 s q. 

kms„ 

Rocky area 

» ■ 

1 s q. 

km. 

Forests 


1.5 s 

q. kms. 

Iw Agricultural land 

« 

m 

3.5 s 

q, kmsc 


(Land on slopes and cultivated between the rocks) 

A ridge marks one of the five entrances to .the village..- 
The ajodns of 9 villago deities are considered sacred although 
their worship i' loss frequent.. The younger generation knows 
little about thorn. One deity, propitiated in times of war and 
disease, was worshipped last in 1901 uhen the nobles rebelled 
against their chief. 

SETTLEflENT PATTERN OF NONGKREM;- 

A description of the 10 kyntoits uould help in the study 
of the SSP of Nongkrem, This includes the central place of 
growth, the elite area, the' village outskirts, places of rural 
corporate life, the first non-tri bal . and intra-tri bal influence 
on the village architecture, the impact of urbanisation, migration. 


a - 


industralisation and the use of technology, 

: . Tho first kyntoit^ Ringikseh is situated in the earlier 

mark et-placs, opposite the main road where a feu shops stand at 
present. Six of its 95 houses hauo a dpieh i.e, a separate 
cooking . place for soma members of the family. This indicates 
pongGstlcn, as othe^ruiso the families could have lived in 
indepcndBn.t units. This is a neu feature in the area where the 
landlman ratio is fayc-Urable, In this kyntoit the prestigious 
Nongkrem ...dance .was hold, A by-path, 100 yards distant, loads to 
the house of a young leader, tho lyngdoh, an orthodox-non 
Christian Khasi, a descendant of the original lyng doh, (myntri) 
clan, the head of the communo and an ex-officio member of the 
village council. This house is built on a plot of land inherited 
by his wife, an orthodox Khasi whoso parents and siblings wero 



Christians. Along , with the houso of the t^ifes mother which is 



an the adjoining pic 


the hous 


mot he 


n ancuhor sioc, again an adjoining unit of 
G cf the lyngdoh 's. wife forms an interosti 


land; th 


g unit 


Uest 


Semi-riodorn Hous 


f'lodcrn House 


Entrance ' 

Lyndgoh 

House 

Ground, an.d :First 


R ~ rio-ther 
: y — Ui f e 

flS *-... flother ’s Sister 
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. '; . Hl ' uaa 50 years before, H2 40 .years 'fee fore and H3 

1 1 , t w o i.’ s b e i 0 X‘ e # j. d ^ en c r an ce * a g e cl ^ h b' ea s c ^ u n s us q of 

tin uas sparing. Uindous uere feu and the earlier thatched roof 
uas replaced' by cdrrugsted Iron sheets, . It u'as' ' occupied by the 
lyng doh ’s ■ mother-in-lau, a Christian and the Christian family;. 
The lyng.doh’s mothe'r had inherited land from the famiry on the. 
principle of female ultimogeniture of the Khasie. ’' H?., built 
40 y ears: lat er, had' tuo storeyed, . the ;ground~floor uas extended, 
it faced- the uest and tin and corrugated iron sheet's uere used. 
The functional’ aspect had shaped its. construction. Familism had 
shaped the' thinking of this duelling .. an d the lady 'uiShed to 
bestou it on her youngest daughter. . H3 uas built in the center 
on '.a plot of land allotted to the lyngdoh’s uife, an orthodox 
Khasi;i ..In its 'construction, the symbolic, aesthetic and 
functional perspective had shaped tho think’rg. This ground- 
storeyed cement- concrete structure faced the east, beautiful 
flouers adorved the entrance and vegetablag uere cultivated in 
the back-yard. The leader uas popular and paid only for iron 
rods and the glass as the villagers contributed the labour- 
Sand and gravel like other commodities uere non-taxable. The 
building of .a house and harvesting uere corporate activities to 
the early, Khaeis, The insistence on cash uages has occurred in 


the last 15 years. The inmates of the three units mixed freely 
and inter~dined. Thus, this unit functioned many, .times as a 
ho mas toad. 

^ Of the 45 houses in the second kyntoit which .adjoins thO' 

first, 5' houses have a dpieh and there are 3 water tanks. There 
are 3 schools and a High School Hostel. Besides residonccs, this 
kyntoit has 7 roligious and educational institutions,' and there 
is a cooperativ/a society selling honey. Those later institutions 
indicate growth of the uill.age -and formal cooperativo activity in 
tho sectors of oducation, trade and religion. 

The third kyntoit near the road had 65 houses with 3 
dplohs, A new commodious Prosbytorian Chu.rch built aftor 
dismantling of the first church in 1900 stands on the main- road. 
Simple in construction like the Unitarian Church, the new Church 
raflefts the influence of the Cathedrals of London. Another^ 
building functioned both 'as a school and a cultural club. 

In kyntoit 4 'stands the lyngdoh's house inherited by him 
from his maternal uncle who abdicated in favour of him. This 
age-old Khasi house modelled on the house of the chief, is, 
symbolic of the early prestige of Nongkrem, . before the chief 
shifted his headquarters to Smit, It had a raised platform and 
a thatched roof and no iron was used as tho Khasis forbade the 
use. Like the house of the lyngdoh’s mother-in-law, -this house 
also functioned like a homostead. It housed a 4-generation depth 
family and f-amilies offering help lived in smaller adjacent units 
The hearth was common and there, was mobility between members 
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of the unit. Surprisingly, this house faces the north and is 
symbolic of the earlior prestige of Nongkrem as 'tho scat of • 

Hima and a place uhafe dGCiSions uere taken regarding the cor- 
porate and other aspects of tillage life. This village council 
virtually functioned ' ftom this house and cultural and social 
meetings are also held there. In this house stays the lyn^ciohs 
mothor, her husband, the heiress and other children^ The un- 
married heiress past the middle— age built her oun house iliith her 
earnings on a small plot of land inherited by heri But she stays 
primarily with the mother and dines there. In this kyntoit stands 
neu Unitarian Church' built around 1936-1937 after the first 
building uas dismantled'in 1900, The approach roa'd built by the 
S. F. D. A, in' 1977 starts from the market place in kyntoit Nongkyn- 
dong. • ' ' ’ " '■ " ‘ 7 

' Kyntoits 1-'4 are affluent, Kyntoits 5— iO'are less affluent, 
in kyntoit no, 5 parall el to the" main road, ' on the eastern side 
of the rivulet, there are 5 dpieh's" in the 65 * families. There , 
is no uater tank. The earlier Roman Catholic Church uas dismantled 
around ’1945, A bigger •hurch built in 1960 has been influenced by 
Italian" architecture. An approach road from the main road to the 
kyntoit reaching out to the fi’elds uas built by the C.D. Block 
officials in 1961, It's primary benefits uent to the agricul- 
turists',. Kyntoit 6 has 4 families with 3 or 4 dpiehs of the 
5 entrances to the village, the fifth one runs thrbugh kyntoits 
number 6 and 7, Kyntoit 7 a'd joining 6' and 7 kyntoit 7, adjoining 
3 and 6 is further auay "from 'the main road' and has a‘ schooi run 
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by Presbyterians, Approach road number 3 leading to siait runs • - 

through this kyntoit to the 6th one. There is also a Louer 
Primary School run by the Presbyterians, , 

In the 120 families at kyntoit 7, there are 6 dpiehs. This 
kyntoit is partly poor and partly rich, re fleeting both stagnation 
and growth, Presbyterians run one C.P, School and Catholics the 
other. In kyntoit no, 8, there is a L.P. School and s road built 
by the S.-F,D,A, There are 35 houses ’ with one or tuo dpiehs and 
one uater tank. The tuo parts of kyntoit 9 are on the same society 
of the road and are not adjaceht. Army personnel occupy nearly 
200 houses in this kyntoit opened after the Chinese aggression 
of 1962 and meant primarily for the' army personnel. The opening 
of kyntoit 10 was mainly because of congestion, particularly in 
the 1st kyntoit. In 1977, the Catholics built Homes for the 
Aged at the entrance to the uillage for very poor families.' This 
kyntoit had a Soil conservation office, one District Council 
check-gate, one forest check-gate and tuo gsdoun o*f cooperative 
societies (Farmer ^s Multi— purpose Cooperative Society), ' The 
opening of this kyntoit has led to the reduction of ’dpeih ’• which 
partly necessitated its opening* Residents of Nongkrem working 
or having dealings in Shillong have either migrated or commute 
there daily. 

Thus, Nongkrem has a f^ural contour delineating' influences 
of modern ideas regarding housing, agriculture, economy “and ' 
education.- Yet clan exogamy, tribal endogamy and female ultimo- 
geniture 'deminate the social organisation,” affecting both the 
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locgiticn and;: patte-rn : S-f h ' Clan exogamy results in the 

. constructino Q f a house 'in -a differeht location and tho pattern 
and .sir 2 e ,of ; housing may ■ be influenced by the vieus of the youngest 
daughter, .an heiress,,: ■ > 

TECHNOLOGIChL . 

; The village has 8 cement concrete and 7 uoodep. bridges, 
One.'main road, new extended, leads to the village which stops 
at the market place. Three agencies dealt with buildings of 
roads in the village viz. the C.D. Block, the S.F. D.A, and the 
P,'uJ. D. Improvement of ■ommuni cation has led to a decline in; the 
number of migrants' from Nongkrem. Uater supply is by tanks, 
taps and rubber houses, -The village is partly electrified and 
does not accap.t the norm of the small family, • For the past, 15 
.years, .50 or 60 fai rths-’l're*reported every year, 8 or 10 deaths 
were . reported to occur every year, 

P R ES ENT.. ;UILL AGE-, ECONOMY ; ' ' ' ■ ■ 

; Agriculture is the primary occupation of nearly 3Q%- ■, 
of the 500 houses of this stable settlement, Paddy is grown, : 
for human eonsumptibn and for purposes of fodder. Improved 
agriculture practices an'd the shift from a subsistent barter 
to a monetised surplus,' progressive and expanding with a cash~ 
crop insistence have resulted in affluence for some wealthy, 
edubated and progressivfe families, “ Livestock also f etches''‘cash, 1 
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This affluence has added an aesthetic dimension to the shelter 
and sattlement concept. . ts visibility is noticeabl-p in 
buildings and their horizontal and vertical expansion 
neu styles, there is also the use of neu building materials. The 
affluent number nearly 15%, the non-poor constitute 80% and 5% 
are poor. Nearly 3 per cent do not oun houses. Their poverty 
may be attributed to poor health, extravagance or alcoholip 
addiction. The corollaries are illiteracy, ignorance, lack of 
aspirations and motivation. In Nongkrem, sand and gravel as natu- 
ral resources . are free commodities and are used increasingly in 
the construction of houses., roads and bridges etc. 

EARLY KHA5T HOUSES. .lITUALd AND CERgriONl E5; 

.. At present, one hardly sees a small thatched house on 
stilts, . or the old type KhaSi 'house uith the shape of an inverted 
*U,' Bamboo, reeds, dry grass, mud gtcnes snd grass for thatching 
uere used. The floor uas of stone blocks or tamped earth and 
each house had tuo main apartmohts. Implements uere kept in 
one part and the other used as shelter for pct»ltry,- The. village • 
chief requested every one, rich and poor a like to join in the 
building, of the house. The building site uas not considered ideal 
if tuo or three roads met at the spot,^ The erection of 
memorial stones for the departed uas the usual practice. 

There uere ceremonies for selecting the site before the 
commencenient of th,a.:;.building. and the 'firial occupation of .the, house. 
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The family gathered round the hearth, in the centre ^ 

room .relaxing 1 at G in the evsning ov/er songs and stories near 
ths' firt 'an d drinks an d meals uero s arued.^ , , ' ^ ^ ^ ^ 

CHA.NGE-IN ,THE CONCEPT OF.. SHELTER AND SETTLEMENT ; ■ . r „ 

The change in the concept o f . .Khasi •SSP is presented 
'bGlou from three p.ersp'ectives, ■ 

(a) Functional .Technical .... 

- At present, • housing is for 35 clans in place of the . ., 
original 6, 50Q houses accomodate a population of n oarly ..3, 500 

of uhich 3 are non—Khasi, Presbyterians came to the willagq a 
century-, .bef-o re, ths Unitarians folloued 50 years later and tha 
Catholics- cams 39 years before, A feu revivalists cama 18 yaars 
before an d a feu follouors of the Turoi Gospel or Churcbi of God . 
came 6 y ea-rs ago. Besides female ultimogeniture and clan exagamy 
a modern aspect of social structure is independent units of 
shelter. Every neu couple has its oun independent ostablishment 
and teenagers from u ell- to- do familifes expect independent rooms 
:foir thorosibives, ' . . 

('lost K.hasi houses today have the hearth at one side of; the 
room near the fireplace. In houses of the less affluent, space ■ 
is allotted for each type ‘of work as cooking and of food and 
washing of utensils^ Animals and poultry were kept belou the 
liouse or, hudpHad in a smalier unit nearby. In tho bigger houses, 
rooms are all.otteet .For e-dch' haiisfe 'jo'b. 


Nearly 50 years ago, a room or two were built above the 
first floor using uooden planks, mainly for the purposes of 
living in tuo houses* A decade later, one or tuo houses used 
vertical space. At present, there are nearly eight such houses* 
The increasing vertical space reflects a meeting point of the 
functional-technical, symbolic and acculturative processes,”' 

These new cement concrete buildings have more doors and uindous, 
Many houses have bamboo gates, -liiood and iron rods are also 
used. The space around is utilised more aesthetically by planting 
of flouers, l/egetables are grown , in the kitchen garden. These 
modern houses are neat,* beautiful and functional, ; . 

Since the past 50 years there is , a decline in the practice 
of erecting memorial stones for the dead and also of resting 
stones for travellers, A memorial column with an elaborate 
floral cement ring crouing it stands at the entrance of a 40 
year old house. In another house stands a pink cement-concrete 
round end square memorial tone bull t 5 y . ars ago for a maternal 
uncle in the ancestral house of his sister by a Christian 
divorces deparated 40 years after marriage upon his return to 
the mother’s ancestral house. 

Among the functional-technical changes, the adding in a 
feu houses of a bathroom, or a dry pit-latrine may be mentioned. 
Facilities for elementary sewage are non-existent whereas the 
interior, of the house is decorated with pi qture- frames, curtains 
and furniture and the, re are laced curtains for the doors and 
uindous. The new additions , are gates of wood, iron, cement 
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Electrificatioriy uater- supply and improv/ed communication 
have changed the entire face of the village uithin a decade* 

There is an increase in vertical and horizontal mobility among' 
the villagors and urban migration has been chockad for five years, 

(b) Symbolic 

Subtle changes in the SSP arc manifestations of the economy 
receiving an impetus,; Cernont and concrete houses are preferred 
and usG of iron is unsasticated. Iron uas also used for water 
pip es', , ; : ' . , i.:' 

I iearnt’ that thors was an incroase in the annual rate of 
conversion. But in Nongkrem, as stated' earlier, the basic social 
structure 'and fomalo inhoritanco uero almost unaffected, • Rituals 
and ceremonies associatod with selection of- the -village and 
housing sites, its protection and well-being declined, 'Instances 
are dancing, harvest festivals, worship of del t-i es an d 'divination 
for determining auspi cio usness of the sit'o. Such changes herald 
a new ora and rationale in thinking. The belief that a 
triangular site was considorod Unlucky was net known to.'many 
K basis. ' ' ■ ' ' , -• 

However, certain rituals were continued even by some 
Christian Khasis, It gave them a sense of belonging. The 
practice of ' burning charcoal and putting- rico on these live pieces 
of coal are instances in point. Live charcoals were believed to 
drive' the devils away and rico symbclrsed prosperity for the 
occupants, „ klhcn the beams of' ’tha hous.o on- too were in position 
for the rood to be assembled, th'eto 'uas, feasting "for the'. help ors; 



and for the entire A/illags if possible.' The shortest man had 
to jump for' n fish tied to the door with a string. 

■ A new symbolic perspectiv/e is the naming of houses. The 
lyngdoh ’s house called 'Umlang ’ after his native village, reflects 
retention of his ties to it. ■ ' 

(c) Acculturativet 

il-tfluencBS of Christianity, urbanisation, industralisation, 
education, and the impact of C.D. Schemes are visible in the . 
building of churches, a neu concept of housing rendered possible 
by a neu ideology and new resources, an expanding, progressive 
and monetised Economy that binds the village increasingly to the 
urban dentre, increasing use of modern transport, better 
communication by uay of roads and bridges and progressive 
agriculture. When a cement concrete house has Christian 
occupants, uses iron and faces the east, the shelter reflects 
acculturative processes. The secular concept reflects itself 
only to the extent of tolerance of ocher religions, bJith 
inter— marriag e and inter-dining betueen orthodox and Christian 
Khasis, the 3SP acquires a neu aesthetic dimension. Sophisti- 
cation is knoun increasingly to all villagers. Leisure is 
important and youngesters jealously guard their skipping ground. 
New structures at the entrance to the village, construction of 
neu huts near recent fields opened to agriculture, or jungles 
opened to industry and cultivation testify to the growth of the 
village in' the outskirts. 
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Nearly 6% of the papulation of Nongkrem consists of 
students • [graduates and other college students are 

influenced by modern ideas of architecture. These youngsters 
are also responsible for increase in the number of corporate 
village institutions e,g, clubs and youth centers and activities 
such as arranging meetings and cultural programmesj the cleaning 
of roads, and beautification of the villags. 

PART lilt CARD HILLS AND THE CARDS 

The Garo Hills district of f’leghalaya at the uastern' end 
of the Shillong Plateau has an approximate area of 8,084 square 
kilometers and 2,338® number of inhabited villages. There is 
T urban center and the percentage of the urban to the- total, 
population is 3,81, The Census of 1971 gives the follouing 
population figures, ■- 

Persons ' Hal es Females 

1971 406.615 208.468 , 198. 117 

The district average of the density of population per square 
kilometer uas 50 persons and the decennial population grouth 
rate was 32. 35 as against the population rate o f .Meg halaya ■ 
which is 31,50, 

RENG5ANGGRI VILLAGES UNIVERSE 2 

Rengsanggri village named after a rivulet Rongsang which 

intersects, it faces the north-east, The , entrance .is at an 

attitude of approKimat ely 1,10Q f.ee'fc ahd'the rahge.of peaks ' ' 
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fpr-ming a back-drDp risBS to about 1,300 feet. It could be 

described as a submantane yillage lying 16 kilometers to the north 

of Tura. : Burling wrote in ,1963 that villagers of Rengsanggri 

made regular trips to the Tura market. He further wrote that 

■village had 60 households and was therefore about as big as a 

village ever becomes,”^ In 1971, the uillage had 72 households,® 

Its population merged with nearby villages was reported to 

number 332, The village is 'the center of Garo Christian 

activitios today An all-weathsr road runs through the village, 

dividing it into two portions. 

. former 

Rengsanggri is near the/important cotton markst centre 
of Rongram. It belongs to the same village cluster as 4 cthor 
villages* which are generally within the usual radius of marriage 
ties. As neighbouring villages, they may bo considerod related 
and one village may be believed to be the original viilag'e from 
whioSi thg founders of the other 'daughter' villages mevod. 

r-ly informants told me that t-hc village was formed 
primarily for the purposes of agriculture, as d the 

many rivulots and jungle must have suited the purpose 
admirably. The Nokma belonged to the Sangma lineage. Burling 
mentions 4 marriage types. According to the; rul,es of Garo 
exogamy, matri-local residence , and preferential mating, the 
SSP is diaped by the resident matrilineal families in' Rengsanggri 
who are either naraks or Sangmas and call themselves riatabcngs, 

* Songmaggri, Atsimagri, Nokwatgri ahdfAsdnanggri, . . 
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a local subdivision of Garos, Proparty, primarily in the form 
of land ouer uihich a sholter u/as constructed for a nowtouplc 
033 inhoritcd through females.. Thus,' Rongsanggri conforms not’ 
only to the 'concept of kinship and territory but also to that 
of property, IJith an approximato . aroa of 4Q square kilometers, 
the village is big by standards of Garo Hills, In my field-study, 
I notiesd that most familios uith a 3-goneration depth had 7 ‘ 

to 10 mombors. In smaller familial units, the membars uaro 3, . 

At an avorage of 5 members p or family, the currant population 
would nurnbor 360, The donsity of population par square kilo- 
metar stands at 9, Unliks other nsu Garo villages, or 30-40 
year old villages, Rongsanggri is at leapt 150 years old, ■ T-fl.e’ 
old nokma, a great grand father said that 3 earlier generations 
had Qccupiod the site. The prestige of his office uas- sy-mbolised 
by his elaborate residence uhich uas typically Caro an d. ri ear uhi ch 
stood a nokpante or a bachelor's heuso, where Garo youth met, and 
lived with their peer-group, 

^CHOICE OF Ukll/ERSE i 

Rengsanggri village, a stable settlement, was chosen as 
the universe as it is -a stable Garo settlement, is a stronghold 
of Garo culture inspite of exposure to Christian influences and 
is. near the urban centre and district head quarters Tura,. 
near Rongram, the market-place , and also the C,D. Block head- 
quarters. 



:3ome releu ant chronological dates ; 

1. Setting up of Garrouana (Garo Hills) as a 1866 

separat-e- sdministratiUe unit. .t.i::. 

2; ... .Setting up pf present tieadjjuarters at Tura 1867' 

3-, ..Making Garo Hills a dareguLationis ed district1869 
and defining of Garo Hills District 


4, Garo Hills Regulation 

5, Starting of the C.D. Block 

'■ ' , ' . . : ' 

6, First plying of a uehicle 

7, Coming of Christi'anity 

8, Formation of sub-state of Meghalaya 

9, (i) Meghalaya becomes a state § 

(ii) Tura beoomes a toun: ■' f 

10, (i) First plying of State-.ouned transport, 

(ii) Bull ding of the main village road by P.U.D. 

(iii) Occupation of the 7th Gittim or territorial 
unit in the village 

(iv) Building of the Baptist Chruch 


1882 


1958 

1966 


1968 


1970 


1972 


1974 


PHYSICAL FEATURES OF THE UlLLnGE 


This rivsritfs village, intersected by a number of rivulets 
in the valley, is spread over nearly 40 kilometers,' The hills, 
covered with a thick jungle, undulate betueen an approximate 
■attitude of 1,000 to 1,300 'feet. The brown patc'hes and burnt 
stumps on some slopes testify to ’j burning ’. Sacri'ficial emblems 
- memorial posts and houses, and altars for offering sacrifices 
to deities appp'ased during sickness are part df ttie residential 
portion of the village landscape. Supernatural beings tcs-ide 
in the jungle near a tree stream or waterfall. 
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The uillaoers said that this year, the ’.jhuming land i.e, 
land cleared and cultivated at the foot-hills ■. an d the slop e was 
less than the un—cultivatad forest and jungle*. Fallow land uas 
negligible and the residential area much, lesser than the jhuming 
land. An all-ueather road divided the village into two main > 
portions. Besides 2 main entrances, the other 5 or 6 village 
entrances uers by little paths constructed with the Block Funds, 


SETTLEf-IENT PATTERN DF REMGSANGGRI 


A description of the 7 gittifas is helpful in the study of 
33P, a village with flexible boundaries. The practice of 'jhuming 
and expansion of the residential^ areas enable an approximate 
pattern of the settlement pattern of 7 gittims. Details descri- 
bed below include those about the central growth, the elite area, 
the village outskirts, places of rural corporate life, the buil- 
ding of the first church, the impact of urbanisation, migration, 
industrelisation and the use of technology* 

. Rengsang, the oldest and largest gittim is named after 
the rivulet. Proceeding from the Rongram market square towards 
the -south, one keed its extention to the entire left of tho road 
and on the right are situated six gittims, much smaller in size. 
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in Nongkrem 'A The old chief fold me that his -house stood on 
■tho original site on' uhich Uangala, the haruost festival uas 
celebrated. The nokpante had been built a neu 4 years ago and 
the chief said that the non-chris tian Garo or 'Songsarok-' * youth 
' made incroasing use of it for residential and other purposes. 

This big dormitory is on platforms higher-than othor houses# 

Burling states that the main post in the dormitory may be 
carved or coloured and subjects of ornamentation include human 
beingSj tigers and other animals. But in the new baphelor '-s ■ 
house, the accent is mors on functionality than, aosthetics. 

Hare, a cement base for taps lay unused. At the other end of,, 
this gittim, a fou tin ’ sheds. 

-The Garos neither prefer nor avoid any particular direction 

• for entrance to ‘the house. But in the early uindous for houses 

at first. The hous'e of tho senior chief had .no uindous uheraas thr 

-in' house bf his Christian son-in-lau, the heir-apparent, there 

ucre uindous as in other houses built on levelled- land, imitating 

the pattern of the plains tribals. These houses had latticed 

openings. The Garo belief uas that evil spirits .may enter 
13 . 

throug-'h uindous but the present explanation uas .that the uinds 
and rains were strong. The holding of a feast for the privilege 
of a uihdou- or a door mentioned by Playftir^'^ uas not mentioned, 

* The elders Garos c.all,ed t he-mselves Songsarek to distinguish 
themselves from the Christian kin. 

** are constructed in 197.7 .fay T-th-e - Atornic E^n'arsy Pipes 

provide water for this area and a generaterjprovides 


11 * 


el ectricity. 
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• The chief’s house, ,,a symbol of authority, prestige and 
uealth is also the unit of primary production and consumption’^^ 
like other affluent households. One's daily activities from 
Ljork in the fields, to eating and sleeping are generally carried 
on there. The primary difference between the houses of these 
prestigious families and the non-poor ones is the allotment of 
space for the 7 to 8 household functions. In affluent house- 
simple shacks are constructed for .stfarlous functions such as 
storing grain, fiald-housas, uaod-sheds, etocking vegetables and 
other' land produce, and . keeping livestock, and these are simple 
structures, . . ...... •■•v;-i 

The typical Gar.o house built on piles of posts -and if 
possible on a steep incline, has ualls made of matting and the 
roof is of steu or bamboo leaves. Houses of the chief and other 
affluent Garos have cans roofs, h feu families have field houses, 
near paddy lands berdering the road. Houses of Songsareks are 
r'"r'^ end gloomy whereas Chrf.'^tian houses are better planned, 
windows enabling both light and air to the occupaints. Houses 
are divided into .three principal parts, Tho.. main living occupy- 
ing 2/3 of the house with no partitions to but divide only well- 
defined areas. At the foot of the central part, nearest the 
door, is the abode of spirits where sacrifice is perfotraed for 
propitiation and offerings are made. At the next post in the 
centre of the house, the liquor pot' is kept the earth is laid 
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of the roof. A platform of bamboo mattino supported by pots 
stands ouer the fireplace snd holds cooking pots and household 
utensils of earth, bamboo and, dry gourds, as also dripd., 
uegetables and fruits, P^eals are taken beyond the fireplace and 
unmarried women slept there. The small room, often partitioned 
off for this purpose, A feu affluent houses had dry latrines, 
Washing of utensils or clothes and bathing uas generally ^ done 
near the rivulets, ; 

Inspite of the visiting pattern of the Garos,, uhethe£ dur- 
ing festivals for errands or for casual gossip, the social .boundary 
betueen one household and another is district. Most houses are 
in the central part of the village but the current simultaneous 
expansion is at the edge or outskirts because of uet cultivation 
technique for paddy. In the songs and dances by the chornsc 
cele.brating the building of a new house, words meaning 'tying’ 
or bifiJing’ are repititivo. These are Garo exhortations to 
the spirit binding firmly component ,arts of the house and 
consolidating the builders' work. The villagers participate in 
building structures meant for duelling, purposes but six or seven 
years ago, labourers demanded payment for building other 
structures. The space surrounding houses of the poor is barely 
100 feet. Smaller gittims house 3 or 4 families. The forest 
or tree-top houses are almost non-existent as the menance.of 
attacks by elephant herds has been reduced. 
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Gittims II and III have nearly 7 Christian houses and uith 
Gittim I aocount for the 20 per cent Christian population of the 
v'illagG, The Mokma 's 'heir has an impressive house nearer tiie 
road and the'planning is better. An erected stone wall is built 
to construct a new kitchen and duelling unit. The house has 
steps of concrate and doors and uindous, like a couple of other 
houseSj are painted green, A little auay stands the house of a 
Christian matrikin, a smaller unit but equally uell-planned and 
uith tin roof and painted uindous, I visited the Baptist 
Church in 1974 and some families told me about their plans to 
be converts, Scngsareks said they associated Christianity with 
temperance, literacy and education, and better a style of life- 
Christians did not observe early Caro rituals and ceremonies* 

But they did desert a feu. houses where deaths by accident or 
disease had occuried, SSP therefore showed promise in a village 
where only a small portion are unit had olactricity, a shceme 
for water supply or a dispensary. 

Because of many springs and rivulets, the soil was . 
favourable for growing fruits and vegetables, paddy and millet. 
Cows were kept by same, pigs by feu families and goats by a 
family or two. A stream surrounding Gittim II joined the ma n 
stream parallel to the road dividing the village into two 
porti’ons. Land, was in plenty but- the problem of accommodatin.g 
more pe'ople in future was being ■discussed. Use of new maturial 
was Sparse and, no vertical use p.f space was used as in' Nongkrem, 
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TECHNOLOGICAL inPROU ERENT „ 

The village has 2'cement concrete bridges and a numbers of 
uooden bridges of planfcSj stumps and bamboos. The main road has 
improved communication. As communications promised mors openings, 
many grooms from other villages sought brides from Rengsanggri 
as they inherited land. The tendency uas to settle in the 
village. In Nongkrem improvement in communication resulted in 
the decline in the number of migrajr^ts from the village; in 
Rengsanggri it acted as a force to drau more people, Water 
supply came in 1968 and uas by pipes, hoses or taps in 2 or 3 
houses, but no uater tanks uere built, A cement concrete uell 
uas unused. 'Dhuming ’ still dominated the agricultural style 
inspite of acceptance of some improved agricultural techniques 
since opening of the Block, Neu crops uere also groun. The 
small norm of the family uas unacceptable. Over a dozen births 
uere sported annually, 

PRESENT y ILL AGE ECONQPWi 

The main sources of livelihood for most occupants of 
Rengsanggri are agriculture and keeping of livestock. The 
major portion of economy is if a subsistent type. In 1972, 
ginger substituted cotton as it is more profitable and the soil 
became less suitable for cultivation of cotton. Pineapple is 
also cultivated on a large scale. In the annual multi-crop 
pattern, paddy, millet, vegetable andr fruit are roady for 
consumption and the surplus is sold for the individual crop, 
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the pattern may be of a bi-crop or mono-crop pattern. Agricul- 
ture- is nature-fed i. e. nby rain and' stroams. Ridher houbehdids 

numbering . a bout 10 quoted an inobme gf f Re, 6,000 to 7,000 a 
yoar, :;The,,nQn— poor families,- 42'in number, quoted Rs, ■‘•2,000 
to 6,000 as. the annual in come and the poorer families numbering 
about 1-5 earnbd Rs. 6,00- to ^Rs^ ‘1,000 per year. Food, clothing 
and shelter uorc available to every one but cash income uas ^ 
■'•smaller than in Nongkrem uhore economy uas more progressiuo and 
surplus. Illiteracy and a conservative outlook maned the 
progress in Nongkrem although there were ' potentialiti bs. The 
■iriTpaet of the Block is mainly in agriculture and communication. 
Urbanisation and industriaiisation made little impact. No 
village o,yned any transport vehicle, and the style , of ..construction 
uas basically local, A si igdit change uas noticeablo., Grouth 
of the SSP uas horizontal, .and there -were 5 , formal institutions 
in the village - the Church, the, louer primary sct^ool the; 

Atomic Energy Department’s complex, the nokpante, and the 
Christian boarding house. ■ -- - 

CHANGE IN TNE CONCEPT OF SHELTER riN D SETTLEMENT . 

Less change Is visible in the S'SP- in Rengsonggri than 
in Nongkrem and is presented bdlou from three persp ectives S 

C a ) Functional-T echnical 

There are 72 houses for a population of about 360 consis- 
ting of tuo clans, an increase of 12 houses since 1956 uhen 
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Burling mentions 60 households. Around 1960, the tuo Garo 
famlli js accepted Baptism, The current f umber is 1 \ Adharance 
of Christian Garos to matritinsal iniieritance, clan exogamy 
and the, four patterns of marriage mentioned earlier haue left 
the village relatively unaffected. A new aspect of grouth is 
the necessity for more houses near the paddy fields brought 
increasingly under wet cultivation, and more grooms from outside 
choosing brides from Rengsanggri and setting with them in the 
village. Independent units for neu couples were part of the 
. earlier Garo system and in only tuo homesteads with married heir 
couples stayed in one common unit and shared a common hearth. 

Some relatively neu Garo houses built on a level uith 
the ground have latticed openings,' reflect influence of the 
plains tribals. Apart from the building of houses stilts, the 
making of more doors and windows, the building of concrete steps 
and the use of Corrugated Iron sheets in some houses, there is 
little functional cr technical channe. But, the neat and 
regular Christian houses, the garden and other planned use of 
space, , while retaining the earlier Garo pattern and technique, 
reflects a meeting point of the functional-technical, symbolic 
and acculturative processes. Two Christian houses had compost 
pits and bamboo stands for drying clothes, ■ Gates and fences 
are new additions and the diSQpuntinuing of participation in 
festivals as Uangala and of propitiation of deities effaces the 
need for construction of sa'ori'ficial embi ems- among Christians 
and among Songsareks, In two Christian houses, however there 
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uere preparations for sacrificial offerings for sick occupants of 
the. house:, flost houses do not have separata places-ufor ...bathing 
cr cv SR', i.'ashi-nq. clothes and utensils, A feu houses had pit- 
latrines, ,In Christian houses there were pictures of Christ and 
of Uestsrn cities and of actresses also, ^ 

' Improvement in ccmmunicatian, the C.D. Block schemes and 
Chris'tanity have affected changes minor in the 3SP, In the. 
simple.'li fe-s tyl p 0^“ the villagey the difference betueen the 
rich and poor families is not glaring, -. , ■ 

(b) Symbolic ' ' 

Subtle changes occurring in Rengsanggri suggest that tho 
economy has received slight impetus. The 20fo Christian Caros 
of Rengsanggri uers accepted as leaders by the Songsareks and 
at present mere families uere accepting Christianity, The 
church is a symbol of neu influences Christians discontinued 
rituals of incantation during occupation of the new house, 
drin',<ir.“: end pcrticipatiGn in festivals* The neuly constructed 
boarding house, a revived of the ’.nokpant.o’ culture is again 
symbolic of the meeting point of the functional-technical, 
symbolic and acculturative. 

, Grouth is at a slower pace and the quantity lesser. The 

S3P leaves scope for betterment. The tie to the village is deep 

and the linkage is more to natural objects than the clan, i 

For instance, the bridge' is named after rivulet UJakah and certain 

gittims viz, Rengsang ar'e named after the rivulet. Yljt other 

■gittims arc named after natural objects, as rivulets .or hillocks. 
The kyntoits in Nongkrem are named after the origiaal clans. 


32 


(c) Accul turativ/e» 

The influence of cnristianity is visible in the building 
of the church and the itnproved- concept of having of the Garo 
Christian* Urbanisation leaves its, imprint in the increasingly 
monetised economy and preference for cash crops. Schools and 
administrative units, the. occupation of neu gittims, building 
of roads an d bri dg es, improved agriculural practices in a village 
that uas 'j hum-minded reflect on the gradual acculturative 
processes in the SSP of Rengsanggri, Christians and Songsareks 
marry but the social organisation, residence pattern and inheri** . 
tance of property remain undisturbed and there, is equitable . 
distribution of property. This is so, although the village is 
situated near the Rongram market and the C.D. Block uhere buildings 
are similar to Khasi buildings after the earthquake of 1897, a 
pattern called the 'Assam type although advised by 3apanese 
experts, UatcH houses aro no-t required since menace of wild 
elephants is under control. With increasing opening of jungles 
to industry and* cultivation, neui f i pi d . ho u -.>3 uiil be required. 

The leu level of literacy and poor education restrict the cash 
income by uay of labour or trade to a small amount. As formal 
institutions are only four, unlike Nongkrem, growth in Rengsanggri 
is in an embryonic stage. The village is hear static inspitos-* 
of the initiation in change through agencies as the C.D. Block 
and Baptist I'lission. Tuo years ago, church services were 
stopped and there uas no ' conversion. But recently, there is 
a slight increase in the'‘'rate of conversion, The 'rurban’ 
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contour in Rengsanggri is 
at ..ucunorny , education and 
contour is more prominent, 


more rural 
rit oracy . 


than urban in the sectors 
In Nongkrem, the urban 


PART lU; CONCLUSION " ^ 

The present crisis in univorses 1 and 2 may be summed 
up as a crisis of grouth and an identity that is changing or 
needs change as evident in the change in economy, ■ literacy, 
education etc, as reflected in the grouth of the village. In 
Nongkrem it led to the emergence cf a feu elite families 
enjoying uealth and opportunities for education,. The' struggle 
for pouer uas visible, -challenging the earlier egalitarian 
order and the search is one of a village uith more segments in 
it than before. In Rengsanggri, change seems , imp or at iv e and a 
now and uider identity is necessitated as segments are minimal 
on the criteria of uealth of education. 

In both cases, the crisis is moral universe 1 reflects a 
divided and auakened idcntly needing maturity for grouth whereas 
in universe 2, the search for an identity has begun but- it is 
in an early stage and needs to bo aroused. 
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The change in correlrtes is placed belouS- 


Khasi , Hills Garo HillSp. 

(Nongkrern) ■ -- (Rengsanggri) 



Level is 1, Shelter and Major Variation Minor Variation 

s ettl oment 
pattern 


Level 2 : 2. Natural 

environment 

(a) ManSNaturo Major Variation Minor Variation 

. (b) rian. SupFjr- Maior Variation Minor Variation 

■ natural - 

,: ■( c) Mans Technology Major Variation Mdnor Variation 

LevOl 3S 3, Sy mbolic Nature Minor Variation : Minor Variation 

. . or .Culture 


Nongkrem is changing fast an oomparison to Ri;'ngs^- c g ri 
uhich is' fTiore conservative in outlook,' 

In the ■ case of 'Nongkrem, levels' 1- and 2 have changed 
more 'clian level 3, The finding is that ohang'e in the natural 
envirorament has been a more potent .'actor than 'symbolic change 
in effecting a major ’change in ■i:he SSP. - 

: . In the case of Rengsanggri, all the 3 Iguels .haue 
seen more or less similar changos, ■ The relative isolation of 
the highlander explains his in~groupness and conservatism that 
led to the retention of his symbolic system. Hence a chango 
in level 3 i.e. man’s symbolic systom or culture is likely to 
bring about a change in tho.SSP as it has among the Khasis 
of Meghalaya, 
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